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THE RELIGIOUS VALUE OF THE FIGURE OF SAMSON 
A MEDITATION ON JUDGES 15 : 13-15 



PROFESSOR AMBROSE W. VERNON, PH.D 
Yale Divinity School, New Haven, Conn. 



How wide a range of sympathy is demanded from those who hold 
the Bible sacred! How motley a company is that of the heroes of 
the Lord ! Saul lying naked on the earth, David dancing before the 
ark, Jael with the tent-pin in her hand, Gideon with the pitcher and 
the lamps, Jacob with his craft and guile, Abraham binding his son 
on the carefully heaped wood to burn him; and gladly following them, 
Amos the righteous, Hosea the loving, Isaiah the creator of faith, 
Jeremiah the martyr, Judas the Maccabee, Jesus, and Paul. Religion 
may be a parlor affair, indulged in by the scrupulously correct and 
the over-refined; it may be the attempt of bigots to force the wide- 
hearted into a stereotyped and artificial living; it may stunt and 
warp and narrow humanity. But the religion of the Bible, if it be 
indeed the religion of the whole Bible, is not a manufactured product 
and is not meant for a lady's boudoir. To appreciate it, we must 
live in the desert as well as in the sitting-room, with savages as well 
as psalmists. Our religion is not a creation of students or of mer- 
chants or of ministers or of society women or of well-bred folk; it is 
not intended for men divided into classes or divided into civilizations 
or centuries; our religion is for man wherever he is found, it is a 
creation of all sorts and conditions of men ; it does not depend upon 
customs, upon passing systems of thought; the soil from which it 
sprang is not even a code of morality so fundamental and sublime as 
the Ten Commandments; religion, our Bible religion, is the result 
of the holiest aspirations of thousands of generations, their most 
splendid deeds, their strongest passions, as they have touched each 
other and mingled with each other in the growing consciousness of the 
race. The Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon Paul and he dic- 
tated the thirteenth chapter of the first Epistle to the Corinthians; the 
Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon Samson and the ropes upon 
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his arms became as flax and he found a new jaw-bone of an ass and 
smote a thousand men therewith. I rejoice in the presence of Sam- 
son in our Bible ; he forbids us to forget the pit from which we have 
been dug; his presence alone redeems us from thinking that religion 
is a product of culture; he gives us an unanswerable argument in 
the presence of an anxious mother who thinks her son ruined forever 
because he has smoked a cigarette or played a game of pool ; to read 
his story intelligently and sympathetically has the same influence on 
a man's spirit as years of travel; one is forced to distinguish between 
fundamentals and incidentals of manhood; as we see him on the 
hill-top with the jaw-bone of the ass piling up the bodies of his enemies, 
as we see him pray to his God to bring down a gaping crowd of 
Philistines in their circus, we must all of us see the vision Peter saw 
upon the hill-top at Joppa, and hear a voice saying: "What God 
hath cleansed, call thou not common nor unclean." 

For Samson was a man of power who recognized, as all men of 
power recognize, that his power was a gift. He did not know any- 
thing about the Ten Commandments, though he never proved false 
to his people nor his God; his love was coarse, sensual, brutish; his 
rage was fierce; his heart was savage; he killed Philistines to pay a 
bet, though it is to be noted that he paid it ; he did not care how fright- 
ful was the anguish of the foxes turned tail to tail with a firebrand 
between, so long as the standing corn of the Philistines was consumed; 
he did not care anything about breaking his own back either, provided 
he could slay the lords of the Philistines; the Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals would have seemed to him as much of a joke 
as some of his exploits do to us; he was a monster. 

It is a sad commentary on our temper that we should associate 
with a monster something inhuman and damnable. It shows how 
little we essentially are. Samson was a monster; that is the secret 
of his power over us and over all children who have not been denuded 
of their primary impulses by the conventions; and like most mons- 
ters he was a religious man. There he towers over the ages on the 
dim edge of history with his jaw-bone in his hand, his enemies at his 
feet, and in his heart a feeling that is strangely like humility. A 
huge man, but not desiring to wipe out the sky above him; a huge 
man who knelt before the crude image in spite of his strength he 
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could never have broken; a huge man, but carrying his God so 
thoroughly into all his life that his own hair was sacred as his dwelling- 
place. Crude ? oh yes, very crude ; but I wonder what he would say 
of us; I wonder if he would call us small, even after he knew us; 
it seems to me that I should rather be crude. It is no sign of man- 
hood to find fault with Samson or any other man for not wearing 
the habit of civilization. 

Samson is probably the most ancient of the heroes over whom this 
immortal phrase is written in our Bible, "The Spirit of the Lord 
came mightily upon him." That was an age which saw the divinity 
of power; here was a power so great that it threw its possessor on 
his knees; it was also an age in which power was fashioning its own 
limitations which, like rails, increase efficiency by confining it; here 
was a power which moved in unconscious but quite clear limitations. 
When in all this apparently lawless career did Samson ever use his 
strength unprovoked ? The lion had to attack him before he slew 
it; he had to be betrayed by friends he trusted before the cornfields 
were burned; the hypocritical wiles of a woman were responsible 
for the revenge he took at his tremendous death. No morality? 
Not our morality. Should we not have more right to condemn Sam- 
son if we were as true to our standards as he to his? Do we not 
jump our rails more often than the old heroes, unburnished though 
they were ? I wonder if that determines the infrequency with which 
the Spirit of the Lord comes mightily upon us. 

But this only by the way; power forges its own weapons somehow, 
but weapons are commoner than power. The sacred writer did not 
emphasize the morality of Samson; such as it was it was taken for 
granted; it was his might that made him what he was; it was the 
strength of his might that made him sure, as it had made Samson 
himself sure, that the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon him. 
Whatever else the Spirit of the Lord is, historically at least the first 
thing is that it is a spirit of power. No man may have it without 
being aware of that. Nor is it accidental that the Spirit of God is 
first conceived as a spirit of power. Creation must precede all else — 
development, analysis, refinement. And for creation we must needs 
have power. Nor is it accidental that the old Hebrew writer should 
have thought of the Spirit of God as a spirit of power. For if the 
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Old Testament has one characteristic more than another, it is that 
it is a book of power. It is noteworthy that the first thing of which 
it treats is creation, as though by instinct choosing first of all to 
worship a God of power; it is also noteworthy that it worshiped a 
God who was mighty enough to create the world in six days. An 
evening and a morning were enough for him to create the greater 
light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night ; a sentence 
sufficed to add, "And he made the stars also." The same conception 
of might that we reach through immeasurable time the ancient 
Hebrew reached through a concentrated energy; it is absurdly false 
to say that religion cannot thrive with so vast a God as ours must be. 
A hero like Samson belongs to the God of the first chapter of Genesis. 

But Samson is not the last of the biblical heroes; he is only a herald 
of greater ones. For when the book of power had finished with 
war-songs like Deborah's and narratives like that of Samson, it brought 
forth righteousness. And how did it bring it forth ? By the gradual 
consensus of the opinions of little men about the welfare of society ? 
By holding a general assembly of citizens and drawing up a constitu- 
tion? By sending out questions to chosen philosophers and col- 
lecting their answers ? No. The Spirit of God came mightily upon 
Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, as it had upon Samson. It worked 
in a different sphere but it worked with the same power. "The 
lion hath roared, who doth not tremble with fear? The Lord 
Jehovah hath spoken; who can but utter his message?" "The 
Lord took me from following the sheep and said unto me, Go prophesy 
to my people Israel." "In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw 
the Lord." "O Lord, thou hast enticed me and I was enticed; 
thou art stronger than I and hast prevailed." Such are the utter- 
ances of the men who brought forth righteousness. It was the crea- 
tion of men of power who like Samson recognized that their power 
was a gift. They were not their own; therefore the world must be. 

Had Samson ever known them, would he not have recognized their 
power and, bowing before them as stronger than he, would he not 
have thrown his useless jaw-bone to the rubbish-heap ? And let the 
centuries roll on until the Man of Nazareth appears, who taketh 
away the sins of the world, and what was the impression that he made 
upon his companions ? We give thanks only for his grace and com- 



VALUE OF THE FIGURE OF SAMSON 37 

passion; but we read that they "gave thanks that God had given 
such power unto men." And as Paul thought of him, the great 
description that fell from him was, "Christ, the power of God and 
the wisdom of God." "To take away the sins of the world." — 
Think of the might in the man to whom such a mission could be 
ascribed ! Where in all the pages of this great book can you find a 
more sovereign self-consciousness than in those words: "All things 
have been delivered unto me by my Father, and no man knoweth 
the Father save the Son and he to whomsoever the Son willeth to 
reveal him" ? Is it any wonder that almost in the words of the 
story of Samson we read: "And Jesus returned in the power of the 
Spirit into Galilee " ? or that after the first words of his that Luke 
records we have this comment: "They were astonished at his doc- 
trine for his word was with power"? Had Samson no kinship to 
him? None in the power of his life? None in the power of his 
death? Had Samson come to know Jesus, would not his death 
upon the cross have been revealed in its triumphant might to the 
man of whom it was written that the dead that he slew at his death 
were more than those that he slew in his life ? The world has called 
Jesus a priest; he called himself a king. 

Is not Dr. McGiffert right when he sees in Pentecost, not the 
descent of the Spirit, indeed, but the day when the disciples, recog- 
nizing the power of the Spirit, began to convert the world ? To be 
a Christian in the old day meant to be full of the spirit of power; 
would that it meant it in ours! Can we conceive of the thirteenth 
chapter of the First Epistle to the Corinthians being written by a 
frequenter of afternoon teas ? What is the meaning of that match- 
less burst of speech? It is often regarded as the renunciation- of 
power; does it not say: "If I have all faith so as to remove moun- 
tains and have not love I am nothing"? Ah, but there follows: 
"Love suffereth long and is kind; love envieth not; love vaunteth 
not itself, seeketh not its own, is not provoked, taketh not account 
of evil; love beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, 
endureth all things; love never faileth." The thirteenth chapter of 
the First Epistle to the Corinthians was written by the man who 
knew that he had reached and named and shared the power that 
xules the world. 
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Is Samson then out of accord with the thirteenth of Corinthians, 
with the eighth of Romans, with the Sermon on the Mount, with the 
cross of Christ ? No, he felt the power of God and gave expression 
to it as best he knew with a sense that the power was too great to 
be his. Only those that have used the power to higher purposes 
can condemn him; not those who have never longed for power at all. 
Are Nietzsche and Shaw and the modern worshipers of power out 
of accord with them? Yes, though to me Nietzsche seems like 
Samson come to life again, protesting against his banishment from 
the affection of the good. But why is it that they are not in accord 
with the thirteenth of Corinthians and the cross ? Because they have 
failed to see in them the higher power that cheapens theirs. 

I chanced recently upon these significant words of a modern Ger- 
man lawyer who has pronounced Christianity bankrupt : 

The Message of Jesus was childlike and original, simple and great. Every 
sincere return to the person and spirit of Jesus of Nazareth leads to a height of 
living, to a depth of knowing, where churches cannot live. Our pious Christians 
would start did they perceive how free a man must think, if he is to be worthy 
of Jesus. What gives his words their immortal freshness is his deep insight 
into the life and being of man. There is something incomparable about them 
that belongs to the most precious treasures of humanity. Jesus was full of life, 
full of power, full of joy, alas! and his great fate led him to the consecration 
of death. The anti-Christ Nietzsche is nearer to the soul of Jesus than he 
dreamed. 

These words come from a man who rejects Christianity. We 
need not fear the men of power. A modern Samson is bound at last 
to be drawn to worship Him who is conqueror of himself, of 
circumstances, of death, of the centuries that date themselves from 
him, of the spirit of humanity. 

It is not ours to condemn Samson; it is ours to pray that the 
Spirit of God may work as powerfully in our lives as it did in his; 
it is ours, indeed, to worship love because in comparison with it brute 
force is weak; but it is ours to know that the Spirit of God accom- 
plishes results; that it does not return the soul or the hands of the 
man who possesses it to God empty; that it is given us to work 
miracles with; that by it we are to overcome the world. 



